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Widely acknowledged today as one of the key texts of Renaissance demonology, the publication in English translation of the sixth edition (1583) of Johann Weyer's De praestigiis daemonum represents something of a landmark. The work itself, familiar to specialist scholars of the period, is both long (584 pages) and complex, and includes much material absent from the first edition of 1563. Now for the first time available in English, its value as a primary source will undoubtedly grow, and a large debt is consequently owed to the editorial team responsible for producing such a fine, free-flowing translation. In addition, the text is accompanied by copious notes on sources and subject matter, with a useful appendix containing a more substantial, though basic, glossary of authors and terms.
The most disappointing aspect of the volume however, which may stem from the group nature of the project, is the introductory essay which I found poorly organized and unconvincing. Apart from the plethora of unfortunate typographical errors, inconsistencies of nomenclature and eccentric or misleading comments, the overall attempt to place Weyer's life and work within the context of his age lacked conviction. Excessive introductory materialmuch of it out-of-date-detailing the theological, scientific and medical background of Weyer's thought could have been dealt with more succinctly, whilst far too little emphasis was placed upon the need to provide a fresh analysis of the nature and meaning of Weyer's work in the light of recent scholarship. For example, no attempt has been made to assess the contribution of Weyer to later debates on the subject of witchcraft. Nor do the editors make any attempt to elucidate or explain the glaring inconsistencies and lacunae in Weyer's arguments. The traditional depiction of Weyer as an enlightened sceptic and moderate Erasmian is taken at face value and, quite extraordinarily, little attention is paid to Christopher Baxter's persuasive reading of Weyer as an intolerant Lutheran polemicist who wrote De praestigiis daemonum as a thinly-veiled assault upon the superstitious practices of the Roman Catholic church.
Despite declarations to the contrary, it is hard to escape the conclusion that the authors here wish to preserve a rather traditional view of Weyer as an enlightened precursor of scientific and medical rationalism whose psychological insights anticipated the work, amongst others, The vigorous revival of studies in Roman medicine is due in no small part to the work of the directors and collaborators of the Centre Jean-Palerne in Saint-Etienne. This is the fifth volume of their Memoires to be dedicated to this field.
Those interested in the theory and practice of ancient medicine should not be put off by the title; neither should philologists and linguists raise their hopes too high. The collection covers all aspects and periods of Roman medicine (including two papers on veterinary medicine), and the overall standard of the contributions, including notes and references, is very high, but the yield in insights into the express focus of the conference and its proceedings is meagre.
The book-it is presented as a book-falls into three sections. I ('La tradition latine') contains seven contributions on the Latin (and Arabic) textual tradition of Greek medicine; the last of these makes some valuable remarks on central linguistic issues and belongs properly in section III. II ('Les mots et les choses') comprises seven articles on miscellaneous realia lying behind expressions in medical texts. III ('Le latin medical') embraces seventeen pieces in 250 pages ostensibly on the subject of the title of the whole; several are concerned more with points of history, ancient theory, textual criticism and similar matters than with the formation of a Latin medical language, and could have constituted a fourth section.
The idea of a collection on (ancient) medical Latin is a good one. A more than superficial treatment of the subject is much needed and a perfectly feasible project, given the groundwork for linguistic research laid by editors, historians of medicine and archaeologists. Unfortunately, for all the promise of the title, the sub-title and the preface, there is little here on the formation and development of a scientific language of medicine in Latin. Of the thirty-one papers presented, only eleven are primarily linguistic in intent and substance. Important linguistic questions about medical Latin, which are adumbrated in a most promising fashion in the preface (pp. 5-6), receive attention only in footnotes and in odd general remarks here and there, in what seems to be mere lip-service to the professed theme of the whole.
The concepts "scientific language", "technical terminology" receive little attention, although reflection in general terms and comparison with the modern world may be helpful. For instance, a modern scientific language is not less worthy of the name for showing (like medical Latin) considerable variation in its terminology along parameters other than the time-axis, nor for containing a large number of fully-integrated loanwords (contrast p. 96).
